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Abstract	
	
					According	 to	 the	 42nd	 Survey	 of	 Overseas	 Business	 Activities	 by	 the	 Ministry	 of	
Economics,	 Trade,	 and	 Industry	 (METI)	 in	 2013,	 almost	 3,734	 thousand	 people	 work	 in	
Japanese‐affiliated	 companies	 in	 Asia.	 It	 has	 been	 well	 documented	 that	 corporate	
globalization	 increases	 communication	 conflicts	 among	 individuals	 from	 different	 cultural	
backgrounds.	 A	 considerable	 amount	 of	 quantitative	 and	 qualitative	 studies	 have	 been	
conducted	 to	 identify	 the	 source	 of	 the	 misunderstandings.	 However,	 fewer	 studies	 have	
analysed	actual	discussions	at	work.		
					This	study	focuses	on	the	interaction	between	native	and	non‐native	speakers	of	Japanese,	
which	was	video‐recorded	during	fieldwork	at	an	anonymous	Japanese‐affiliated	company	in	
Suzhou,	China.	Using	Japanese	as	a	common	language,	the	speakers	communicate	with	each	
other	 about	 work.	 Based	 on	 a	 theoretical	 and	 methodological	 framework	 of	 conversation	
analysis	this	study	attempts	to	explore	what	types	of	problems	occur	in	their	communication.		
					This	 paper	 presents	 several	 conversations.	 In	 some	 cases	 the	 employees	 recognize	 the	
emergence	of	problems	and	solve	them	successfully,	but	in	other	cases	they	fail	to	do	so.	In	
the	 latter	 cases,	 the	 interlocutor	 only	 partially	 understands	 what	 the	 speaker	 intends	 to	
communicate,	 and	 they	 are	 both	 unaware	 of	 the	 problems	 occurring	 in	 the	 on‐going	
interaction.	 Solely	 acquiring	 advanced	 Japanese	 competence	 on	 the	 part	 of	 non‐native	
employees	 will	 not	 completely	 resolve	 this	 problem.	 Along	 with	 such	 competence,	
cooperative	 communication	 training	 is	 also	 necessary	 to	 improve	 understanding	 between	
workers.		
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1.			Introduction		
	
     After	 China	 joined	 the	 World	 Trade	 Organization	 (WTO)	 in	 2001,	 Japanese	
Foreign	 Direct	 Investment	 (FDA)	 surged	 into	 China,	 and	 by	 2014,	 almost	 6707	
Japanese‐affiliated	companies*	had	begun	to	operate	in	China	(Mitsubishi	Tokyo	UFJ	
2014).	 Recently,	 they	 have	 expanded	 their	 business	 in	 Association	 of	 South‐East	
Asian	Nations(ASEAN)countries	because	of	high	wages	and	economic	stagnation	in	
                                                    
*This number contains the number of the companies which have already withdrawn.   
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China.	 Almost	 6859	 Japanese‐affiliated	 companies	 have	 been	 running	 their	
operations	 in	 ASEAN	 countries;	 they	 have	 focused	 on	 the	 manufacturing	 industry	
because	of	the	low	production	costs	and	the	growing	market	in	those	countries†.	
					Globalization	 in	 the	 corporate	world	 has	 increased	 problems	 in	 communication	
among	employees	who	have	different	cultural	backgrounds.	In	the	study	of	business	
economics,	 numerous	 attempts	 have	 been	 made	 to	 show	 that	 the	 cultivation	 of	
human	 resources	 with	 high	 communicative	 proficiency	 is	 required	 and	 that	
globalized	 human	 resources	 are	 indeed	 the	 foundation	 for	 the	 development	 of	
globalization	 of	 business	 (Ferraro	 1990;	 Earley	 and	 Mosakowsky	 2000;	 Shiraki	
2012;	 Yamamoto	 2012).	 In	 the	 field	 of	 cross‐cultural	 communication,	 researchers	
have	 investigated	 communication	 conflicts	 between	 employees	 in	 multinational	
companies		(Allen	1995;	Hofstede	2001;	Nishida	2001,	2007).	Furthermore,	from	the	
Japanese	 language	 education	 perspective,	 they	 have	 revealed	 that	 employees	
experience	 conflict	 when	 establishing	 mutual	 understanding	 and	 developing	
common	 recognition	 between	 Japanese	 and	 local	 employees	 in	 Japanese‐affiliated	
companies.	 Those	 studies	 have	 defined	 the	 communication	 problems	 at	 work;	 in	
addition,	some	of	them	have	given	directions	on	how	to	break	away	from	the	conflict	
caused	by	misunderstanding	(Kondo	et	al.	2009).	
											However,	 the	 above‐mentioned	 studies	 have	 been	 conducted	 through	 surveys,		
namely,	 questionnaires	 and	 interviews.	 Only	 a	 few	 of	 the	 conducted	 	 studies	 have	
analyzed	 their	 communication	 at	work	 by	 focusing	 on	 their	 linguistic	 context.	 The	
present	 study	 is	 based	on	 the	 face–to‐face	 interaction	occurring	between	 Japanese	
and	Chinese	employees.	Their	natural	conversation	at	work	was	video	recorded	in	an	
anonymous	Japanese‐affiliated	company	located	in	China,	where	local	employees	with	
elementary	 Japanese	 language	 skills	 are	 required	 to	 communicate	 with	 their	
Japanese	 colleagues	 in	 Japanese.	 A	 challenging	 language	 barrier	 exists	 in	 the	
company.	
	
	
2.				Purpose	of	this	study	
	
					In	my	data,	 some	Chinese	and	 Japanese	employees	 recognized	 the	emergence	of	
trouble	and	solved	it	successfully;	however,	in	some,	they	failed	to	do	so.	In	the	latter	
cases,	 the	 interlocutor’s	understanding	was	partially	or	 totally	different	 from	what	
the	 speaker	 intended	 to	 communicate,	 and	 they	 were	 	 unaware	 of	 the	 trouble	
occurring	in	the	on‐going	interaction.		
					This	 study	 investigated	 the	 conversations	 at	 work	 by	 focusing	 on	 the	
misunderstanding	 between	 Japanese	 and	 Chinese	 employees.	 In	 their	 talk‐in‐
interaction,	the	place	where	the	misunderstanding	occurs	and	the	process	in	which	
their	problem	is	solved	can	be	demonstrated	through	the	procedure	of	conversation	
analysis.	By	clarifying	the	process	of	misunderstanding,	its	source	can	be	revealed.	
					Because	 this	 study	 was	 a	 type	 of	 case	 study,	 it	 did	 not	 explore	 the	 source	 of	
miscommunication	 statistically,	 based	 on	 many	 cases.	 The	 segments	 presented	 in	
this	 study	 are	 ones	 from	 natural	 conversations	 that	 actually	 occurred	 during	 my	
fieldwork.	Accordingly,	 the	purpose	of	this	study	is	neither	to	 illustrate	the	general	
tendency	nor	to	find	the	general	pattern	of	the	occurrence	of	miscommunication.		
	
3.   Background	information	of	the	field	
	
3.1	Fieldwork	in	PLA	Company	
                                                    
†This number contains the number of the companies which have already withdrawn.  
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					The	parent	company	of	PLA	Company	(an	anonymous	name),	which	manufactures	plastic	
parts,	is	a	medium‐sized	company	located	in	Japan.	It	has	11	factories	in	Japan	and	overseas	
of	 which	 PLA	 Company	 is	 one.	 Several	 Japanese	 employees	 are	 dispatched	 to	 each	 of	 the	
overseas	 factories	 as	 supervisor	 for	 production	 and	 management.	 Japanese	 employees	
communicate	with	local	employees	in	Japanese	in	the	overseas	factories.	
					As	 a	 Japanese	 language	 teacher,	 I	 visited	 PLA	 Company	 five	 times	 from	 2011	 to	 2013,	
where	 Japanese	employees	sometimes	claimed	that	 they	often	 felt	uneasy	because	 they	did	
not	know	whether	Chinese	employees	understood	what	they	 intended.	 Japanese	employees	
thought	that	to	solve	the	Chinese	employees’	communication	problems,	it	would	be	effective	
for	the	Chinese	employees	to	learn	Japanese	and	thus	acquire	the	necessary	communication	
skills.	
	
3.2	Chinese	employees	in	PLA	Company	
					Out	of	the	372	Chinese	employees	in		PLA	Company,		20	could	speak	Japanese	and	played	
important	 roles	 in	 the	 company.	Those	20	employees	are	divided	 into	 three	groups:	 group	
(a),	group	(b),	and	group	(c)	as	shown	in	Table	1.		
	
Table	1:		Job	Title	and	Japanese	Language	Learning		
	
Group	(a):	They	possessed	a	high	level	of	Japanese	language	proficiency	and	had	considerable	
experience	 in	 working	 in	 the	 parent	 company	 in	 Japan.	 They	 supported	 PLA	 Company	 as	
executive‐level		employees.	
	
Group	 (b):	 As	 they	 had	 been	working	 at	 PLA	 Company	 for	more	 than	10	 years,	 they	were	
versed	in	production	of	plastic	parts.	Even	though	their	Japanese	language	proficiency	was	at	
a	beginner	or	intermediate	level‡,	they	were	required	to	mediate	and	help	both	Japanese	co‐
workers	 and	 Chinese	 workers	 understand	 each	 other	 to	 communicate	 the	 Japanese	
technique.	They	faced	many	communication	problems	while	executing	their	duties.		
	
Group	(c):	Although	they	majored	 in	 Japanese	at	universities,	 they	could	not	 	 	 interpret	 the	
Japanese	 employees	 correctly	 because	 of	 their	 little	 knowledge	 of	 plastic	 manufacturing.	
They	were	mainly	in	charge	of	translating	official	documents.			
					The	 communication	 between	 Chinese	 employees	 belonging	 to	 group	 (b)	 and	 Japanese	
employees	was	the	focus	of	my	research.	
	
4.			Data		
	
													In	this	section	three	segments	of	conversations	between	Japanese	and	Chinese		
							employees	are	presented,	in	each	of	which	miscommunication	is	occurred	caused	by		
						Japanese	employees.		
	
4.1	Long	TCU	in	utterance	
					In	PLA	Company	they	keep	production	for	24	hours.	For	night	operation	some	workers	are	
assigned	 to	 evening	 shift.	 Every	morning	 they	 have	meeting	 in	 order	 to	 share	 information	
about	night	time	production.	In	the	meeting	held	on	one	morning	the	night	man	reports	that	
                                                    
‡They took a mock examination of a Japanese language proficiency test (JLPT) in August, 
2010. Average percentage of achievement of the middle management employees was 
52.4 %. The latter indicates that their Japanese language proficiency was at an 
intermediate level. 
 
Job	Title	 Number	 Japanese	Language	Learning	
(a)	executive	level		 3	 Graduated	from	Japanese	University	or	technical	school	in	Japan	
(b)	middle	management	level	 15	 Learned	Japanese	at	night	school	in	half	or	one	year	
(c)	interpreter		 2	 Majored	Japanese	at	university	
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the	defective	production	occurred	and	he	only	reports	the	number	of	the	part	and	numerical	
quantity	 of	 defection.	 After	 meeting	 the	 Director	 of	 Manufacturing	 Division,	 Japanese	
employee	 (J1)	 claims	 against	 Vice	 Manager,	 Chinese	 employee	 (C1)	 that	 when	 defective	
production	 occurred,	 not	 only	 the	 name	 and	 numerous	 quantities	 but	 also	 more	 detailed	
information	like	the	lots	number§	and	supposed	reason	of	defection	is	required	to	explain.	He	
commands	the	Vice	Manager	that	he	has	to	tell	leaders	of	each	section	to	give	more	detailed	
information	in	the	meeting.	J1	told	C1	as	follows.	
	
【segment	1】	
01J1:→ ですから(0.2) そこらへんは まず: (.) ひとつは ストップかけるのが ひとつ 
     Then, what should do first is to stop the production. 
02   → 第１番目に 必要なこと だろうけど: (.) あれは 各ポジションのね(.) リ 
        ーダーさん 
     → That is most important one they should do. Leaders of each section  
        should know 
03   → 係長さんが (.) そこらへんね (.) よく理解して(.) あのストップかけたか  
    それに対して 
     that the machine stopped immediately and also  
04   → どういうロットの範囲があったか ある程度の おおむねの 原因をね (.)         
     they should confirm that how many lots have trouble and what reason  
     can be supposed for 
05   → あのあそこの朝来る時点で: みなさんが 把握していないと (.) あそこに  
     the defective production. Before attending the meeting they should  
     grasp those  
06   →  議論 成り立たないんですよ. 
     points. Then we can discuss on that trouble which happened at night  
     time production. 
07C1:    .hh そうですね: あの:. hh 実は 今朝の劉係長の話によると: まあ: 前回 
     は:確かに バリも 
     Well. According to Mr. Ryu the defection caused by burr happened  
     before <<omitted>> 
08      発生しました.  ＜＜省略＞＞ 
09C1    わかりました. 
     OK. I understand. 
	
In	the	above	segment	the	utterance	of	J1	is	composed	of	six	clauses.	In	Japanese	language,	we	
generally	 use	 clause	 chaining	 (Ono	 &	 Iwasaki	 2002)	 in	 one	 TCU	**(Sacks,	 Schegloff	 and	
Jefferson	1974).	By	use	of	clause	chaining	we	utilize	many	function,	increment	of	information,	
reformulation	of	sentence	construction,	interpolation,	bridging	and	local	management	(Ono	&	
Iwasaki	 2002).	 It	 is	 quite	 natural	 for	 Japanese	 to	 go	 on	 conversation	 forward	 by	 chaining	
many	clauses	in	one	TCU.	However	since	the	talk	of	J1	contains	various	information,	it	seems	
difficult	 for	non‐native	 speaker	 C1	 to	 grasp	what	was	 required	 to	 command.	 In	 line	 07	 C1	
begins	to	explain	the	cause	of	previous	defection	of	the	same	mold	of	the	machine.	Actually	
C1	 does	 not	 comprehend	 J1’s	 talk,	 even	 though	 C1	 responds	 with	 “Well”,	 in	 Japanese	
“Soudesune”	 which	 is	 affirmative	 response	 to	 previous	 utterance.	 After	 his	 explanation	 J1	
repeats	his	direction	 in	more	concise	way,	 then	C1	understands	what	he	should	do.	 It	 took	
long	 time	 to	 attain	 to	 the	 point	 of	 J1’s	 direction.	 As	 a	 result	 it	 causes	 long	 delay	 of	
understanding.	
	
4.2	Difficult	expression	in	Japanese	utterance	
                                                    
§	Productive	unit	which	is	divided	in	the	time	of	continuous	production.	
**	TCU	is	abbreviation	of	Turn	Construction	Unit,	which	is	unit	of		smallest	unit	the	utterance				
			in	the	situation	where	the	utterance	is	produced.	
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						In	 the	 following	 segment	 J2	 (Japanese	employee)	uses	 the	 form	of	 negative	question.	 In	
linguistics	 this	 type	 of	 language	 format	 is	 called	 Reversed‐Polarity‐Question	 (RPQ),	 which	
express	reversed	polarity	to	the	polarity	of	the	used	form	(Koshik	2005).	It	means	that	even	
though	 the	 speaker	 uses	 negative	 form,	 he	 or	 she	 delivers	 the	 affirmative	meaning.	 In	 the	
following	segment	J2	offers	suggestion	C2	to	make	appointment	with	the	client	to	meet	in	the	
afternoon.	Because,	however	 the	 format	of	his	 suggestion	 is	negative	 form,	C2	comprehend	
that	he	was	suggested	to	have	meeting	in	the	morning.	
	
【segment	2】	
01	J1:  一番いいのはね(.) ヤマノさんが時間取れるのであれば: 午後１時半とか 
       いう時間帯 
    The best time is in the afternoon 1:30,if Yamano has time to 
meet. 
02 → の方がいいと思わない? 
    Don’t you think that it is good to set appoint, one thirty in 
    the afternoon. 
 
 
The	listener	of	this	suggestion,	C2	responds,	“	I	understand.	”	After	hearing	C2’s	response,	J2	
begins	 to	 explain	 why	 afternoon	 time	 is	 preferable.	 During	 his	 explanation	 C2	 feels	
embarrassment	 because	 C2	 understands	 that	 it	 is	 not	 good	 to	 set	 time	 one	 thirty	 in	 the	
afternoon.	The	intonation	of	J1’s	question	is	slightly	climbing	up.	C2	understands	that	J2	says	
“I	don’t	think	that	you	set	time	one	thirty	in	the	afternoon.”	By	making	interview	and	asking	
C2	 whether	 he	 understands	 RPQ	 in	 this	 conversation.	 The	 author	 founds	 that	 C2	 actually	
misunderstands	what	J1	means.			
	
4.3	Repeated	sentence	by	the	Japanese	employee	
To	understand	the	following	segment	you	should	know	background	information	on	metal	
mold	 for	 plastic	 parts.	 For	 the	 production	 of	 plastic	 parts	 they	 make	 metal	 molds.	
During	the	mass	production	of	plastic	parts,	metal	molds	frequently	break	and	must	
be	repaired	 immediately.	 In	order	 to	meet	 the	deadlines	 to	deliver	 the	products	 to	
customers,	 they	 have	 to	 be	 fixed	 promptly.	 From	 ten	 to	 fifteen	 metal	 molds	 are	
repaired	every	week	at	PLA	Company.	
													C3	is	in	charge	of	managing	the	metal	mold	repair.	She	accepts	repair	request		
from	manufacturing	section	and	then	she	evaluates	the	level	of	repair.	When						
	relatively	easier	repair	case,	C3	asks	Maintenance	Division	to	fix	and	when		
	relatively	difficult	repair	case,	C3	asks	Technical	Division	to	fix.	In	the	following		
	conversation,	they	were	talking	about	a	certain	metal	mold,	temporarily	we	call		
	the	name	of	which	Mold	X	which	is	to	be	fixed	in	Maintenance	Division.	J3	wanted			
	to	know	the	situation	of	a	certain	mold	which	Maintenance	Division	was	asked	to		
	fix.	Because	all	of	the	mold	in	this	company	are	made	in	C3’s	Division,	he	has	to		
		grasp	the	process	of	repair	of	all	the	metal	molds	in	the	company.		
	
【segment	3】	
01 J3:→まっ 金型保全に:  修理を 頼んだんです 
   OK. So the Maintenance Division was asked to fix. 
02      けど: (0.2)  金型保全は 修理したん ですか↓ね 
        Has the Maintenance Division already fixed? 
03        (0.4) 
04 C3:→もう修理 しましたか? 
        Have they fixed? 
05 J3:→はい (0.2) 修理 し[たんですか [金型保全は 
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        Yes. Have they fixed, the Maintenance Division ? 
06 C3:                                [う(h)は(h)は(h) 
                                       u(h)ha(h)ha(h) 
07 J3:    は(h)(h)(h)  
       ha(h)(h)(h)                  
08 C3:    修理した(h)んです 
          They have already fixed. 
09 J3:→ 修理しましたか? (.)  [金型保全は.  
          Have they fixed, the Maintenance Division? 
      
J3	 asks	 C3	whether	 the	Maintenance	Division	 has	 already	 repaired	 the	Mold	 X	 or	 not.	 J3’s	
question,	 however	 ends	 with	 “Kane”,	 which	 generally	 means	 requiring	 confirmation.	
Accordingly	in	line	4	C3	confirmed	J3	whether	they	have	already	fixed	because	C3	thinks	J3	
knows	 the	 situation.	Responding	 to	C3’s	 confirmation	 J3	answers,	 “yes”.	By	 J3’s	affirmative	
answer	C3	understands	that	Maintenance	Division	has	already	fixed.	On	the	contrary	to	this	
in	 J3	 asks	 C3	 the	 same	 question	 again.	 Then	 in	 line	 8	 C3	 answers	 that	 mould	 fixing	 has	
finished.	Strange	interaction	occurs	here	but	by	use	of	procedure	of	conversation	analysis	it	
can	be	analysed.	First	the	question	of	J3	is	heard	as	confirmation	by	C3.	So	she	re‐confirms	J3	
that	 you	 know	 that	 the	 Maintenance	 Division	 has	 fixed.	 J3,	 on	 the	 other	 hand	 hears	 this	
confirmation	 as	 repair	 initiation	 (Schegloff,	 Sacks	 and	 Jefferson	 1997)	 which	 means	 your	
question	 is	whether	 the	Maintenance	Division	has	 fixed	or	not.	Then	C3	answers	 “Yes”	and	
ask	the	question	again.	In	line	8	C3	answers	that	the	Maintenance	Division	has	finished	fixing.	
But	this	utterance	is	very	weakly	produced	and	is	not	heard	by	J3	as	answer.	Then	J3	repeats	
his	question	again.	
	
5.				Result	
	
						In	 the	 above	 segments	 Japanese	 employees	 produce	 the	 complicated	 utterances	 and	
initiate	 misunderstanding	 between	 Japanese	 and	 Chinese	 employees.	 If	 they	 reflect	 the	
response	of	the	hearers	cautiously	and	try	to	comprehend	the	response	of	Chinese	employees	
in	 each	 utterance,	 those	misunderstanding	 and	 delay	 of	 comprehension	may	 not	 occur	 or	
must	be	reduced.	
					The	 communication	 skill	 or	 competence	 of	 communication	 is	 the	 knowledge	 of	 neither	
grammar	nor	language,	but	the	ability	to	try	to	understand	and	meet	the	comprehension	of	
interlocutor	on	a	case‐by‐cases.	We	respond	after	understanding	recipient’s	response.	That	is	
what	is	called	as	recipient	design	which	is	key	concept	of	conversation	analysis.	
	
6.				Discussion	
	
						In	 natural	 conversations,	we	 often	 fail	 to	 hear	 or	 have	 difficulty	 understanding	
what	the	speaker	says.	When	we	are	aware	of	it,	we	ask	the	speaker	to	repeat	or	we	
ask	 them	 questions.	 However,	 we	 do	 not	 notice	 that	 we	 miss	 hearing	 what	 the	
speaker	 intends	 to	 say	 or	 that	 some	miscommunication	 is	 occurring.	 Unconscious	
miscommunication	subsequently	causes	the	misunderstanding.			
					During	 communication	between	native	 speakers	 and	non‐native	 speakers,	when	
such	 problems	 occur,	 we	 tend	 to	 blame	 the	 non‐native	 speakers	 for	 the	
misunderstanding	 the	 discourse.	 As	 is	 seen	 in	 the	 above	 cases,	 however,	 it	 is	 not	
necessarily	 the	 non‐native	 speakers	 with	 poor	 Japanese	 who	 miscomprehend.	
Rather	 than	 that	 Japanese	 employees	 should	 turn	 their	 attention	 to	 Chinese	
employees.	
						Although	a	native	speaker	 is	described	as	the	most	 ideal	speaker	 in	the	study	of	
Japanese	 language	 education,	 in	 the	 data,	 I	 demonstrate	 that	 the	 native	 speakers,	
namely,	 Japanese	 employees,	 make	 mistakes	 in	 their	 expression	 and	 grammar	 in	
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verbal	exchanges	at	work.	They	are	unaware	of	their	mistakes	and	the	unintelligible	
expressions	they	make,	which	cause	miscommunication.	
						In	 PLA	 Company,	 the	 learning	 program	 was	 proposed	 in	 which	 Japanese	
employees	 and	 Chinese	 employees	 learn	 collaboratively	 to	 lessen	 the	 language	
burden	 of	 the	 Chinese	 employees	 (Umemura	 2012).	 In	 that	 program,	 they	 have	 a	
chance	for	feedback	of	their	face‐to‐face	communication	by	watching	their	own	video	
recorded	 conversations	 and	 the	 transcription	 of	 conversation.	 Both	 Chinese	 and	
Japanese	employees	reflect	together	and	discuss	the	problems	straightforwardly.		
					Solely	acquiring	advanced	Japanese	competence	on	the	part	of	non‐native	employees	will	
not	 completely	 resolve	 this	 problem.	 Along	 with	 such	 competence,	 cooperative	
communication	training	is	also	necessary	to	improve	understanding	between	workers.		
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